Despite the growing popularity of the term ª organizational learning,º writings on the topic have little consensus in te rms of definition, perspe ctive , conceptualization, and methodology. This article examines the dichotomy betwe e n two main streams of theorizing in the field. The first stre am, prescriptive writings on the learning organization, is concerned with the question ª How should an organization learn? º Targe ting practitioners, these studies are usually based on the authors' consulting experience and seldom follow rigorous research methodologies. They also tend to overgeneralize their theories to all types of organization. Descriptive researches on organizational learning fall in the second stream which tackles the question ª How does an organization learn? º These are academic studies striving for scientific rigor. Nevertheless, they often fail to generate useful implications for practitioners. In the final section of the article, brief suggestions are made to integrate the two streams of research.
INTRODUCTION
Bold state ments such as ª the rate at which individuals and organizations learn may become the only sustainable compe titive advantage , especially in knowledge-inte nsive industriesº (Stata, 1989, p. 64 ) and ª (a) conse nsus is emerging that the hallmark of tomorrow' s most effective organizations will be their capacity to learnº (Adler & Cole, 1993, p. 85 ) are difficult to disagree with. It was predicted that ª learning capabilityº and ª learning organizationº would become two key concepts of manageme nt thinking in the 1990s (Ulrich, von Glinow, & Jick, 1993) .
The notion of the learning organization is becoming ª a very big conceptual catchall to help us make sense of a set of values and ideas we've been wrestling with, everything from custome r service to corporate responsiveness and speedº (Kiechel, 1990, p. 133) . Inspire d by the success of Senge 's The fifth discipline (1990), many manageme nt consultants and researche rs have jumped on the bandwagon. A numbe r of books on how to develop a learning organization have come out during the past few years. These books adopt a prescriptive stance and teach managers the way that a company should learn. More often than not, these prescriptions lack a solid empirical foundation. At the same time, there have been some empirical researche s on organizational learning which describe how companies actually learn. It seems that at the moment there is a growing dichotomy between the two streams of research, namely the descriptive stream dealing with the question ª How does an organization learn? º and the prescriptive stream, ª How should an organization learn? º There is a clear distinction between the descriptive and prescriptive approache s. In the forme r judgment and evaluation are suspended while in the latter not only are they unde rtaken but the ª best practice sº are put forward to the reader (Dawson, 1994) . Along the descriptive-prescriptive continuum, existing studies tend to be distribute d toward the two extreme s. This article examines this dichotomy in detail and briefly suggests ways to reduce it.
As Osigweh (1989) argue s that ª the development of clear definitions for concepts is important to improving organizational research and theory buildingº (p. 580), our discussion in the next section starts with the definitions of organizational learning used by researche rs. The relationship between learning and performance is then explored. This section provides the backdrop for subsequent discussions by illustrating the complexity of the learning concept. At the same time opposing orientations of prescriptive and descriptive studies are highlighte d in terms of their choice of definitions and their attitude toward the relationship between learning and performance . It is followed by evaluations of the prescriptive writings on the learning organization and the descriptive researche s on organizational learning. Finally, a sequence of steps is sugge sted to integrate the two streams of research.
THE CONCEPT OF ORGANIZATION LEARNING
The two similar and closely related terms ª organizational learningº and ª learning organizationº are sometimes used interchange ably. Organ-
